Serological investigations of red foxes (Vulpes vulpes L.) for determination of the spread of tick-borne encephalitis in Northrhine-Westphalia.
Serum samples from 786 red foxes shot between January 1995 and August 1996 in the southern half of Northrhine-Westphalia, located in western Germany, were tested for the presence of antibodies against tick-borne encephalitis (TBE) virus using the Immunozym FSME IgG All Species-ELISA (Immuno, Heidelberg, Germany) as a screening test: 759 sera were negative, 23 (2.9%) were borderline, and four (0.5%) were positive. Nine of the 27 ELISA reactive sera were confirmed by the TBE Western-Blot (Immuno, Heidelberg, Germany). Furthermore these 27 sera were tested for neutralizing antibodies by means of a plaque reduction neutralization test (PRNT) against TBE and West Nile viruses. Only one single serum was found to have a neutralization titre (+1:800 PRNT80) against TBE virus. All other 26 sera were negative for neutralizing antibodies against TBE or West Nile virus. Since the titre of the single serum is low, it can be interpreted that if TBE virus is present, its prevalence is extremely low. Northrhine-Westphalia is not classified as a TBE-endemic area. Further calculated serological testing of game and virological investigation of collected ticks in the affected area seem to be meaningful and necessary.